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Benenson campaign for Richard Glossip - update 
 

Last year we joined the international campaign to save Richard Glossip who has been on 
death row for 18 years, after being sentenced to die for the murder of Barry Van Treese, 
an Oklahoma motel manager. Despite being scheduled for execution last year a series of 
postponements have occurred, along with increased focus on issues of procedural 
fairness, reliability and justice: 

- A grand jury is investigating the State’s execution practices – there have been 
three resignations to date – which is delaying all executions  
 

- The reliability of informants as witnesses and the growing number of cases of 
exonerations in the American system, largely as a result of DNA testing. In 2015 a 
record 149 people were found to have been falsely convicted of a crime, and of 
those, nearly four in ten were exonerated of murder. 

 
When Peter Benenson founded Amnesty he positioned the organization as a leading opponent 
of capital punishment. The Benenson society seeks to continue his legacy in this area. While 
places like China and Iran execute hundreds if not thousands (many as political prisoners), 
the united States is the one democratic country where the debate over capital punishment 
rages on. There is perhaps a sense that things may be coming to a head. 
 
Opposition to capital punishment rests on two broad contentions: 
 

1. A principled opposition based on the sanctity of human life. An important variation of 
this is that taken by the Catholic Church that allowed historically for capital 
punishment, on the basis of protecting society, but which argued that when a society 
reaches a point of development in terms of a legal system and jails, then capital 
punishment could no longer be justified. 
 

2. A range of pragmatic arguments that undermine the justifications and processes of 
capital punishment. It is within this area the increasing pressure is occurring in the US 
 

http://kfor.com/2015/01/29/pain-and-punishment/


 
a. Lack of evidence that capital punishment is an effective deterrent to crime 
b. Unreliability of evidence showing that many have been executed who were 

indeed innocent 
c. specific methods of execution outlawed as “cruel and unusual punishment” 
d. The over-representation of minorities and the poor and mentally-challenged on 

death row. Understanding of psychology have reinforced concerns about the 
fairness of many convictions 

e. Evidence that individuals have been rehabilitated and yet are executed (the 
execution of Andrew Chan and Myuran Sudumaran in Indonesia brought this 
home to many Australians.  

 
 

At the end of this campaign is a long article which outlines the case for Richard Glossip 

 

What can we do? 
There is a Facebook site: Richard Glossip is innocent - be involved and keep up with the case. 

The only real hope appears to be to get the governor of Oklahoma, Mary Fallin, to intervene. She is a 
strong supporter of capital punishment, so it will need a very significant mobilisation of support to 
have any chance. The text of this letter comes from Sr Helen Prejean, profiled in the film Dead Man 
Walking, and its details provide strong supporting reasons for opposing the death penalty. I have 
added the bit about the Benenson Society as it might help because she is pro-life in terms of abortion. 
If you look at her contact details on the internet you may be able to find other ways than letter to 
contact her. You could also use the Facebook site  (Richard Glossip is innocent).  

Also below is the contact details for Richard Glossip – maybe some of our chapters or our 
individual members could write to him.  

 

Governor Mary Fallin 

Oklahoma State Capitol 
2300 N. Lincoln Blvd., Room 212 
Oklahoma City, OK 73105 
 

Dear Governor Fallin: 

I am writing to you regarding Richard Glossip. I am a member of the Benenson Society which was 
founded in Australia after Amnesty International abandoned its policy of neutrality on abortion. We 
believe in a consistent life ethic. 

As you know, Mr. Glossip has always maintained his innocence since the day he was arrested in 
1997. The execution of an innocent person is a mistake that can never be reversed, and there is 
enough evidence to make a case of reasonable doubt. The drawn out controversy over the method of 
execution and investigations into the administration of justice in the State further adds to the reasons 
to grant Richard clemency.  



Across the United States, 155 men and women have been exonerated from death sentences since 
1973. Ten of these individuals were formerly death row prisoners in Oklahoma. The reasons these 
people have been freed range from DNA evidence to irrefutable alibis and many issues in between. In 
Oklahoma, falsified “snitch” testimony has played a notable role in death row exonerations. As you 
know, Richard Glossip was convicted based solely upon the testimony of Justin Sneed – a man who 
avoided the death penalty for himself by implicating Mr. Glossip.  

In summary, it is clear that Mr. Glossip’s case is problematic at best and extremely flimsy at worst. I 
hope that you will do the right thing and allow him a chance to prove his innocence by granting a 
reprieve.  

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Richard Glossip 
#267303 
OSP 
H-Unit 
H-SW4-L 
PO Box 97 
McAlester OK 74502 
USA 
To ensure your letter reaches Richard, please include your full name and return mail address 
on the envelope 

 

Groundhog Day 
Nightmare 
Oklahoma is about to execute a man who is probably 
innocent. 
By Robert J. Smith and G. Ben Cohen 

Oklahoma is set to execute Richard Glossip, despite grave doubts about his guilt. A chorus of people 
that includes Republican former Sen. Tom Coburn; Virgin Group CEO Richard Branson; and Barry 
Switzer, the beloved former Oklahoma Sooners football coach, has called for Oklahoma Gov. Mary 
Fallin to grant a stay of execution. If she does not, and if the Supreme Court does not step in, Glossip 
will be put to death Wednesday.  

Update, Sept. 16, 2015: An Oklahoma appeals court has issued a two-week stay of Glossip’s 
execution. 
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The Supreme Court considered Glossip’s case in June, though the issue before the court dealt 
narrowly with Oklahoma’s lethal injection procedure. The court ruled 5–4 in Glossip v. Gross that 
states may continue to use a cocktail of drugs that has led to prolonged, possibly excruciating 
executions. Justice Stephen Breyer wrote a dissent suggesting that the death penalty is too broken to 
fix and that the Supreme Court should reconsider its constitutionality. Justice Antonin Scalia ridiculed 
Breyer’s suggestion, treating it as nothing more than a recycled request that a minority of the court 
has raised over the years: “Welcome to Groundhog day,” he wrote. 

Scalia is correct. It is Groundhog Day—just not in the way he intended. Over and over again, the 
Supreme Court has been chillingly dismissive of serious questions about the death penalty. And over 
and over again, new evidence has suggested or even proved that the condemned prisoners at the center 
of these cases are innocent. 

Two examples are particularly striking. Scalia specifically mentioned half brothers Leon Brown 
and Henry Lee McCollum, both on death row at the time, in one opinion. He wrote that an 
execution would be an “enviable” death for Brown and McCollum relative to the death of the 
victim—an “11-year old girl raped by four men and then killed by stuffing her panties down her 
throat.” In another decision, Chief Justice John Roberts ridiculed the claim of then-condemned Paul 
House that the scratches on his body did not demonstrate that he committed murder, but rather that he 
had obtained the wounds from “tearing down a building, and from a cat.” “Scratches from a cat, 
indeed,” Roberts wrote mockingly. 

DNA evidence later cleared these men, saving the lives of Henry Lee McCollum and Paul House 
despite the fallibility of our institutions of justice. Unfortunately, there is no DNA test that can save 
Richard Glossip’s life. 

In 1997, Justin Sneed killed Barry Van Treese, a motel owner for whom both Sneed and Glossip 
worked. The police found Sneed’s fingerprints all over the bloody crime scene and in the victim’s 
vehicle. Sneed later confessed to the killing. The prosecution’s theory at Glossip’s trial was that 
Glossip pressured Sneed into murdering Van Treese. 

If Oklahoma proceeds with this execution, Glossip will not be the only plausibly innocent man put to 
death. 

What evidence supported the state’s theory? Not much. The prosecution claimed that Glossip wanted 
Van Treese dead because Glossip was embezzling money from the motel. At trial, though, Van 
Treese’s own brother testified that the budget shortage involved “really insignificant amounts of 
money.” Then there was the motel’s front-desk clerk, who said that Glossip told her not to clean the 
room where Van Treese was killed. At the trial, though, Sneed testified that he—and not Glossip—
had asked the clerk not to clean the room. 

Sneed was the state’s star witness. The prosecution gave him a sweetheart deal: In exchange for his 
testimony against Glossip, the state waived the death penalty. The problem is that the substance of 
Sneed’s testimony at trial was invented by the state. As Liliana Segura and Jordan Smith report, the 
homicide detective in the case told Sneed: 

“Before you make your mind up on anything,” [detective] Bemo cautioned him [Sneed], “I want you 
to hear some of the things that we’ve got to say to you.” Sneed was read his rights, and then Bemo 
leaned in: “We know this involves more than just you, okay?” Sneed told Bemo that he didn’t “really 
know what to say about” what happened to Van Treese. “Well,” Bemo said, “Everybody is saying 
you’re the one that did this and you did it by yourself and I don’t believe that. You know Rich is 
under arrest, don’t you?” No, Sneed said, he didn’t know that. “So he’s the one,” Bemo replied. “He’s 
putting it on you the worst.” 
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If Sneed didn’t want to talk about the involvement of anyone else, Bemo said he would be happy to 
walk Sneed into the jail and book him for Van Treese’s murder, “and you would be facing this thing 
on your own,” Bemo said. “And I don’t think it’s just you.” 

Sneed obliged, confessing to the murder and blaming Glossip for it. 

Richard Leo of the University of San Francisco Law School, arguably the country’s foremost expert 
on false confessions, concluded after watching a video of the interrogation that the tactics the 
detectives used on Sneed “are substantially likely to increase the risk of eliciting false statements, 
admissions, and confessions.” This is because, Leo contends, the detectives “presumed the guilt of 
Richard Glossip from almost the start and sought to pressure and persuade Justin Sneed to 
implicate Richard Glossip.” 

It is bad enough that Sneed received a deal in exchange for his testimony. It is worse that the detective 
“educated” Sneed about Glossip being the mastermind. But what’s not only unforgivable, but 
downright immoral, is that the prosecution put forward the Glossip-as-mastermind theory in a capital 
case, with a man’s life on the line, when Sneed couldn’t even keep his story straight. According to a 
recent letter signed by the Innocence Project’s Barry Scheck, Sen. Coburn, and others: 

When he was first questioned by detectives Sneed said he didn't know anything about the murder. 
Then he said he didn't kill Mr. Van Treese. Then he admitted that he did but said it was an accident, 
he only meant to rob him and knock him out. Then, after the detectives told him that they didn't 
believe he acted alone, that they had Glossip in custody, and that it would be better for him if he gave 
them another name, Sneed finally said that Richard Glossip got him to kill Barry Van Treese. After 
getting what they were looking for, the police assured Sneed that this story would help him avoid the 
death penalty. 

Should Richard Glossip be executed on little more than the incentivized testimony of the admitted 
killer? At least one juror who voted to send Glossip to death row doesn’t think so. He wrote recently 
that Glossip “at the VERY least [should be] given a 60 days stay to make for certain that all the 
stones are unturned and everything is looked at with a fine tooth comb.” “If the defense would 
have presented the case that they are presenting now in the original trial,” the juror said, “I 
would have not given a guilty verdict.” 

Justin Sneed’s daughter agrees. In a letter that she sent to the Oklahoma Pardon and Parole Board, she 
alleges that her father, with whom she maintains a close relationship, has wanted to recant his 
testimony for years but fears that prosecutors would seek to convert his sentence of life without parole 
into the death penalty if he told the truth—the same fear, according to the daughter, that led Sneed to 
fabricate his testimony against Glossip in the first place. 

If Oklahoma proceeds with this execution, Glossip will not, unfortunately, be the only plausibly 
innocent man put to death. In fact, the near certainty that the United States has already executed an 
innocent person is chief among Justice Breyer’s reasons for questioning the constitutionality of capital 
punishment: 

There is increasing evidence, however, that the death penalty as now applied lacks that requisite 
reliability. … For one thing, despite the difficulty of investigating the circumstances surrounding an 
execution for a crime that took place long ago, researchers have found convincing evidence that, in 
the past three decades, innocent people have been executed. 

Breyer likely had in mind three recent executions that involved serious claims of innocence. In 2004, 
Texas executed Cameron Todd Willingham for the murder of his three young children on the 
testimony of a fire investigator who concluded that someone used an accelerant to start the fire. Two 
nationally renowned arson experts would later conclude, respectively, that there was “nothing to 
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suggest to any reasonable arson investigator that this was an arson fire” and that the arson finding was 
not grounded “in modern fire science” and “could not be sustained.” 

In 2011, Georgia executed Troy Anthony Davis for the murder of a police officer in a case in which 
seven of the nine trial witnesses recanted their testimony, no physical evidence tied Davis to the 
crime, and multiple people said that Sylvester “Redd” Coles, one of the two witnesses remaining, 
confessed to—and even boasted about—killing the officer. The other remaining witness originally 
told police that he could not identify the shooter, later changed his story after seeing a picture of Troy 
Davis in a newspaper, and then testified to witnessing the shooting from an angle and distance (and 
under lighting conditions) that exceed all limits of reliable human observation. 

Texas executed Lester Bower in June. The prosecution said Bower stole an airplane and killed four 
men at the airport hangar to cover up the crime. But the prosecution did not disclose “a detailed … 
tip that the murders were actually connected to drug dealing in the area” or that “allegations 
existed that one of the victims, Tate, had been involved in cocaine trafficking in the years 
leading up to the murders.” Moreover, a witness came forward after the conviction to reveal that her 
boyfriend (with whom Bower had no connection) had admitted to killing the men in a drug deal gone 
wrong. The wife of a friend of this alternative suspect came forward claiming that her husband, too, 
was involved in the killing. Bower, meanwhile, steadfastly maintained his innocence. 

Did Georgia execute an innocent man when it killed Troy Anthony Davis? Did Texas execute 
innocent men when it put Cameron Todd Willingham and Lester Bower to death? Will Oklahoma add 
to this tragic list if neither Gov. Fallin nor the Supreme Court stops the execution of Richard Glossip? 
We honestly do not know. And that’s the problem. How do we preserve the integrity of our justice 
system and our courts if we send condemned inmates to the lethal injection chamber with no more 
certainty of their guilt than a coin flip? 

Given all that is known today about wrongful convictions, the fallibility of our criminal justice 
institutions, and their fallibility in identifying these potentially fatal errors, the question should not 
be Is this person innocent? but rather: Is this a case of uncertain guilt? Whatever principles the state 
seeks to uphold, whether it is the finality of its judgments or deference to juries or state courts, 
nothing trumps the risk of executing a person where there is some serious doubt as to his or her guilt. 

In Richard Glossip’s case, there is more than “some” doubt. There is lots of it. No physical evidence 
ties him to the crime. There is no motive that withstands scrutiny. The detectives in the case engaged 
in tactics known to increase the likelihood of witnesses providing false statements. And the state’s 
chief witness, Justin Sneed, was unreliable at best, with clear motives for lying. Few of us would buy 
a used car from Justin Sneed. Are we prepared to stake the moral fiber of our justice system on his 
word? If our answer is no, we must stop the execution of Richard Glossip. His life depends upon it, 
and so does the soul of our nation’s justice system. 
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